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On Dec. 20, in Santo Domingo (Dominican Republic), contra spokesman Bosco Matamoros told
reporters that the contras had launched their biggest offensive ever in their conflict with the
Nicaraguan government on the eve of a second round of cease-fire talks. He said the offensive was
focused on the towns of Siuna, La Rosita and Bonanza and some landing strips used by bombers
in the gold-mining area of Zelaya province in northeastern Nicaragua. "Today at 4 a.m. we began
the largest military operation of the war with approximately 7,000 of our men, which involves 11
regional commands and 45 task forces," Matamoros said. He added that the goal was to destroy
government gold-processing installations. Asked why the operation came just before the truce talks,
Matamoros said the operation had been "planned all along," and that it was part of "a politicalmilitary conflict" to "bring the Sandinistas to the negotiating table." Next, Matamoros said, "In that
area, [the Sandinistas] transmit over 90% of their supplies and fuel for the troops that operate in
the northern part of Nicaragua." Zelaya is an isolated area, largely covered by jungle. Telephone
lines into the villages attacked on Monday are non-existent. According to AP, the only means of
communication are military radio installations. The only dirt road into the area is believed to be
riddled with mines. The mining region has become increasingly important to the Nicaraguan
economy. According to some independent estimates, gold exports brought in $23 million in 1987,
and the government expects to expand exports to $35 million in 1988. Dec. 21: Head of the contra
delegation in Santo Domingo, Jaime Morales Carazo, said the offensive was the result of failure,
thus far, to declare a cease-fire. He also told AP reporters that the offensive was motivated by the
Sandinistas' plans to involve the "entire economically active population" in the armed forces. "We
are making war because we are driven to do so. The Sandinistas...do not want to accept reforms
to the constitution which is directed at consolidating totalitarianism." Morales confirmed that the
contras will honor a unilateral truce for Dec. 24-25 announced by Nicaraguan President Daniel
Ortega. The holiday truce was suggested by mediator Cardinal Miguel Obando y Bravo during
the first round of talks in Santo Domingo on Dec. 2-3. Sandinista newspaper Barricada reported
that the offensive was in large part a publicity operation by the contras to obtain more money
from the US Congress. Manuel Espinoza, spokesperson for President Ortega, said that fighting
was still underway. In Miami a spokesperson for the contras said that the offensive consisting
of 7,000 men "demonstrates...that in Nicaragua we are a force to be reckoned with." The contras
reported 100 deaths and injuries to Sandinista soldiers; destruction of radar installations, bridges,
and an electricity generating plant; and, the capture of least 1,000 rifles and other war material. The
Nicaraguan Defense Ministry confirmed the fighting in Zelaya, but stated that only 1,000 contras
were involved in the attacks on the mining villages of Siuna, La Rosita and Bonanza. The Ministry
reported that seven contras and seven Sandinista soldiers died on Dec. 20 during fighting in La
Rosita. The Ministry also reported that two women, five children and four members of the local
militia were killed, and 14 civilians wounded during a contra attack on an agricultural cooperative in
Chalmeca, close to Rama, 250 km. east of Managua. Radio station Voz de Nicaragua reported on the
evening of Dec. 21 that 400 contras attacked the village of Siuna early on Monday, and were repelled.
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 3

LADB Article Id: 075605
ISSN: 1089-1560

Another 400 contras attacked La Rosita at about the same time, and withdrew after seven hours of
fighting. An estimated 200 contras attacked Bonanza, located close to the Honduran border. In La
Rosita, the contras reportedly suffered 10 casualties, one was taken prisoner, and seven civilians
were killed. According to reports from Bonanza, the contras had attempted to destroy the mining
installations, but had failed. In Siuna, contras caused extensive damage to buildings belonging to
the Construction Ministry. A complete report of damages was not yet available. In a tape-recorded
statement, Col. Enrique Bermudez, contended that 7,000 of his troops had occupied Siuna and
La Rosita and that fighting was continuing in Bonanza. Contra units had destroyed two airstrips,
a military radar and two bridges, he said, and had seized thousands of rifles, machine guns and
rocket launchers and more than a million rounds of ammunition from warehouses in the towns.
Bermudez said one purpose of the raid was "to demonstrate our military capacity," adding, "this
attack would not be possible without the help of our internal front, civilians who provided us with
intelligence and food and who carried out sabotage." In a telephone interview from Miami with the
New York Times, contra spokesperson Marta Sacasa said that more than 100 Sandinista soldiers had
been killed in the attack. Later on Monday, a spokesman for the Nicaraguan Ministry of Defense
said troops had retaken Siuna and La Rosita, and were still fighting in Bonanza. He reiterated
that 1,000 contras were involved in the fighting. The army spokesman said that as of Monday
morning, 23 Sandinista soldiers and 24 contras had been killed in the fighting, and 53 civilians had
been wounded. Witness for Peace, a US group that monitors military activity in the Nicaraguan
countryside, said one of its members was in La Rosita and had reported by radio in the morning that
the rebels had been driven off and had not destroyed the airstrip there. Military sources reported
that contras and Sandinista troops were engaged in heavy fighting in the eastern department of
Chontales. The report was confirmed at noon by Lt. Col. Roberto Calderon, head of the fifth military
region. He told AP reporters that the fighting was taking place in several areas of the department,
and that the contras' major objective was economic sabotage. Calderon said heavy fighting had
occurred at sites known as El Toablar and La Pradera, close to Santo Tomas, Chontales, and at El
Chaito, close to Santo Domingo, also in Chontales department. At a White House press briefing,
spokesperson Marlin Fitzwater said reports of a massive contra offensive were "very encouraging."
The Nicaraguan Resistance, he said, remains a "strong fighting force." According to Fitzwater, the
contras are "keeping the pressure on the Sandinistas, and (this) hopefully will lead to a negotiated
cease-fire." Asked if such an action were appropriate in the context of attempts to enforce the
regional peace accord, Fitzwater said, "Absolutely." Asked for clarification on what Soviet leader
Mikhail Gorbachev had meant during the summit when he mentioned pulling back support to the
Sandinistas, Fitzwater said, "Nothing other than (Soviet Foreign Ministry spokesman) Gerasimov's
comments in Moscow the other day to the effect that the General Secretary was referring to a change
in their support levels assuming that support was stopped...by the United States to all Central
American countries." He said that the administration had no plans to follow up on the issue via
diplomatic channels. At a State Department briefing, spokesperson Phyllis Oakley said the offensive
in Nicaragua is "in keeping with the Resistance strategy to bring military pressure to bear on the
Sandinistas while attempting to negotiate a political settlement." She said the US endorses that
concept. In reference to the cease-fire negotiations occurring in Santo Domingo, Oakley said contra
military pressure has been largely responsible for forcing the Sandinistas to come to the bargaining
table. Oakley declared that it is not the military offensive itself that the US is endorsing but, rather,
"the principle of keeping up the military pressure" on the Sandinistas. Dec. 22: President Ortega
told reporters that at least 100 contras and 16 civilians died in the fighting in northern Nicaragua.
(Basic data from AP, 12/20/87, 12/21/87, 12/22/87; AFP, 12/21/87, 12/22/87; New York Times, 12/22/87)
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 3

LADB Article Id: 075605
ISSN: 1089-1560

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

